To Learn More
To learn more about international humanitarian law, and find opportunities to promote these rules through the free curriculum Exploring Humanitarian Law, visit www.redcross.org/ihl. Ask your local Red Cross chapter for more information about IHL classes.
The Red Cross and International Humanitarian Law
The Red Cross and the Geneva Conventions were born when Henry Dunant witnessed the devastating consequences of war at a battlefield in Italy. In the aftermath of that battle, Dunant argued successfully for the creation of a civilian relief corps to respond to human suffering during conflict, and for rules to set limits on how war is waged.
Inspired in part by her work in the Civil War, Clara Barton would later found the American Red Cross and also advocate for the U.S. ratification of the first Geneva Convention.
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Overview
International humanitarian law (IHL) is a set of rules that seek for humanitarian reasons to limit the effects of armed conflict. IHL protects persons who are not or who are no longer participating in hostilities and it restricts the means and methods of warfare. IHL is also known as the law of war or the law of armed conflict. 
A major part of international
The Geneva and Hague Conventions
Dunant's call for an international conference to draft an agreement on the treatment of battlefield casualties was answered in 1864 when the Swiss government hosted a conference in Geneva at the suggestion of Dunant's newly formed International Committee for the Relief of Military Wounded (which would become the International Committee of the Red Cross or ICRC in 1876). Diplomats from a number of nations, as well as representatives of military medical services and humanitarian societies, adopted a treaty known as the first Geneva Convention, containing 10 articles specifying that:
• Ambulances, military hospitals, and the personnel serving with them are to be recognized as neutral and protected by parties to a conflict; • Civilians and medical personnel who assist the wounded are to be protected; • Wounded or sick combatants are to be collected and cared for by either party; and • The symbol of a red cross on a white background (the reverse of the Swiss flag) will serve as a protec tive emblem to identify medical personnel, equip ment, and facilities.
The first Geneva Convention showed that certain humanitarian rules could be imposed on combatants-even in wartime.
Whereas the Geneva Convention regulated the treatment of the wounded, the nations of the world at the same time began to negotiate a second component of IHL that regulated the means and methods of warfare. In 1868, they adopted the St. Petersburg Declaration, which asserted that "the employment of such arms" as "would uselessly aggravate the suffering of disabled men, or render their death inevitable" would "be contrary to the laws of humanity. " To this end, the Declaration outlawed certain fragmenting, explosive and incendiary ammunition.
At the urging of Tsar Nicholas II of Russia, the international community convened two conferences at The Hague, Netherlands, in 1899 and 1907. The resulting Hague Conventions banned a number of other weapons and methods of war (including "dum dum" bullets, which expand in the body, poison weapons, and attacks from hot air balloons) and set out rules for the humane treatment of prisoners of war, occupied territory, and neutral parties. They also took many of the principles of the 1864 Geneva Convention and adapted them to maritime warfare. 
The Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions
The appearance of new forms of conflict such as guerrilla warfare and widespread non-international conflicts led the ICRC to propose new laws to meet these challenges. In 1956, rules were drafted for the protection of the civilian population from the dangers of indiscriminate warfare. With an estimated 300,000 children engaged in armed conflicts throughout the world, the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict was adopted in 2000 to strengthen their legal protections and prevent their exploitation during hostilities. Some key provisions of the Optional Protocol include the prohibition of children under 18 years of age from tak ing direct part in armed conflict and being forcibly recruited into the armed forces of their countries.
All of these represent the continued evolution of the law as it reacts and responds to changes in the nature of today's conflicts. 
Geneva International Conference
National committees for relief of military wounded established.
The Battle of Solferino
A Swiss businessman, Henry Dunant, witnesses the suffering of thousands left to die on the battlefield. 
Geneva Convention
Geneva Conventions
• 1906 Geneva Convention revised and expanded.
• New Convention adopted protecting prisoners of war.
• Red crescent symbol designated as a protective emblem.
1925
Geneva Protocol
Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare.
• Prohibits the use of biological and chemical weapons.
1949
Geneva Conventions
• 
1862
A Memory of Solferino
Dunant publishes a gripping account of this tragedy and distributes it throughout Europe. In the book, he proposes formation of permanent national relief societies of volunteers to care for wounded and sick in wartime.
1864
Geneva Convention
• International treaty for care of wounded and sick soldiers on the battlefield adopted by governments.
• Protection granted for medical workers to provide humanitarian care.
• Red cross symbol adopted as the protective emblem. 
1995
Protocol on Blinding Laser Weapons**
